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harmony, and in it Horace encourages us to find virtually an epitome of civilized intercourse.4
A drink may also function as an almost archetypal symbol of release. An obvious instance is the fabled cup of Lethe, which frees us from the totality of the past. The apotheosis of Augustus and Romulus suggests a variation of the same idea, for a drink of nectar seals their release from earthly existence and their assumption to the ranks of the immortals (C. 3.3.12, 34). On a mundane level a banquet most often signifies freedom from a specifically unpleasant past. Hic dies vere mihi festus atras eximet curas-a feast celebrates the safe return of Augustus (C. 3.14.13-14) as it does that of Pompeius (C. 2.7) or Numida (C. 1.36). The feast marking an end to anxiety for Numida serves, probably by design, as a prelude to a grander celebration, final freedom from fear of Cleopatra (C. 1.37). Nunc est bibendum: as long as the threat from Egypt persisted, wine remained in the Roman cellars: antehac nefas depromere Caecubum.5 The poem is a Trinklied in a wider sense, and Cleopatra too is allowed a symbolic drink. Before Actium she had displayed the baser effects of intoxication, being literally drunk with power: fortunaque dulci ebria ... mentemque lymphatam Mareotico (11 ff.). Irresponsibility changes to a higher freedom in her final drink, for combiberet venenum (28) marks a splendid release as surely as do the festivities of the Romans. Embracing the sting of death she makes the grave itself a victory. Her drink to the past matches the Romans' toast to the future, and her final draught celebrates a private triumph hardly less glorious than their public one.
A banquet often salutes release from more specialized forms of the past:
Quantum distet ab Inacho
Codrus pro patria non timidus mori narras et genus Aeaci et pugnata sacro bella sub Ilio: The feast (regna vini) has become equivalent to life. The projected sorrow for its passing (nec sortiere) implicitly invites Sestius to enjoy it while he may: elegy conceals injunction. Without directly exploiting a cyclical metaphor, C. 1.9 relies upon a tentative correspondence between seasonal progression and man's life. Vides ut alta stet nive candidum Soracte: the snow-capped peak before us outlines the "hoary old age" which the Ode foresees." Horace's response to the winter vision seems almost instinctive: benignius deprome quadrimum Sabina (6-7). To drink wine while confronting Soracte is to seize the present, though remaining aware of its briefness: The crystal stillness of nature recalls that of the underworld, frozen by the voices of Orpheus and Alcaeus, or that of the Sabine farm, touched by the pan-pipes of Faunus. Like the Bacchant, in nature but preternaturally aware, the poet, while of this world, is yet allied to another. As the Bacchant becomes one with the god, the poet becomes identified with his poetry: "how can we know the dancer from the dance?" A mortal, he creates aeternum decus, freeing his subjects, and ultimately himself, from the equivocations of existence. To describe the human state is in some sense to transcend it, and if poetry is by definition an artifice, it is yet, as Yeats has reminded us, an "artifice of eternity." The relation of a critic to a poet tends to be that of some uneasy Procrustes, confronted by a Proteus. Yet if Horace's imagination defies any rigorous arrangement, we may at least define the shapes it seems to assume. Wine, a verecundus Bacchus (C. 1.27.3), promotes harmonious interchange among men: Bacchus, as god of poetry, symbolically enacts the poet's civilizing influence. Wine also represents a commitment to present life, a freedom from temporal delays: Bacchus suggests the poet's freedom from the temporal world itself, and his commitment to eternal life. The relations between these aspects of wine and the wine god are felt rather than formulated, obscure rather than precise. Horace appears to be seeking a vocabulary to express feelings not susceptible to ordinary discourse. Wine, the banquet, the various gods, and the country itself, seem invoked in order to conceptualize something for which there was no ready language, and which in any case is perhaps best conveyed in semi-metaphorical terms. The various notions move in the solvent of a poetic consciousness, and we need not insist that they crystallize into a hard core of doctrine.
